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Writing from his camp on Santa Fe (Barrington) Island on 14 January 1985, during the fifth year of his study 
of the population dynamics of the Marine Iguana (see Noticias 3540), Dr Laurie has encouraging news about 
the recovery of these unique Galapagos lizards after the disastrous reduction oftheir numbers during the 1982-
83 El Nino. - Ed. 
For sun-lovers the last few months have been disappointing with many totally overcast days and hardly 
any completely clear ones. Conditions for the marine iguanas, however, have been excellent. The sea 
temperature has been low and, despite the persistent clouds , there has been no rain or really cold weather. 
The algal flora has returned to a state very similar to that in 1981 before the influence ofEI Nino, and is 
dominated by red a lgal turf, in particular Gelidium spp. Apart from the return of their preferred food 
species the iguanas have been favoured by very calm seas, with little swell , permitting easy access to their 
intertidal grazing grounds almost every day, and the unusual sight of iguanas so replete that they remain 
on shore some days and miss opportunities to feed. 
The effects of increased food availability have probably been significantly augmented by the reduced 
grazing pressure which has resulted from the heavy mortality during EI Nino. They include enormously 
increased growth rates among the younger animals and very high body weights among the adults, both 
males and females. Iguanas of up to five years old have grown in body length at double the rates recorded 
in 1981-82 before EI Nino,and adult body weights are 30% higher than at the same time of year in 1981 and 
1982. The increased growth rates may lead to females breeding at only three years of age next season, two 
years earlier than the previously recorded mean age at first breeding. 
We saw this season's first mating on 2 December and the last, to date, on 4 January. This is a larger span 
than usual , and the males are still territorial as I write , on 14 January. Only about 40% of females bred 
each season in 1981-82 and 1982-83, (i.e. before EI Nino) and I suspected that the energetic requirements of 
The Marine Iguana's eggs are large 
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nesting and egg production were so great that breeding was restricted to an average of once in every two or 
three years. As very few females bred last season and as the animals are obviously in such good condition, I 
predicted that significantly more than 40% of the surviving females would breed this season. Initial 
indications from the observations of mating are that this is so, but as the programme of observations was 
more extensive this year, aimed at collecting slightly different information of the proportion of females 
which breed, confirmation will have to wait until after nesting. 
The first females started digging burrows on 4 January and nesting is expected to continue until mid-
February. One of the Galapagos Hawks' early victims at the nesting area was carrying three eggs, the first 
time that I had recorded more than two here. The relative weight of the total clutch, however, was 22% of 
body weight, approximately the same as in previous years. Possibly, although it is too early to say, the 
females' increased body weight has allowed them to increase their clutch sizes this year. 
The calm seas had an interesting effect on the relative mating success of the males holding upper and lower 
territories, which illustrates very clearly the dangers of making conclusions from studies that are short in 
relation to the life spans of the animals being studied. I had been puzzled that the upper territories, where 
the females spent most time, were occupied by significantly smaller males than the lower territories, and 
that the upper males, although they lost more weight (20% vs 10%) between mid-November and mid-
January than the lower males and did not breed in consecutive years, still had a higher overall mating 
success than the larger, and presumably stronger, lower males. But this season, as a result ofthe calm seas, 
the females spent most of their time in the lower territories and the lower territorial males have achieved 
73% of the matings compared with 34% in 1981 and 1982. Furthermore, they lost a mean of 15% of their 
body weight between mid-November and mid-January, whereas the upper territorial males only lost 5%. 
Indeed 20% of the upper males actually gained weight and ha ve spent the whole breeding season in almost 
deserted territories. Now I want to know what happens in 1985-86! 
We will stay on Santa Fe until March to cover the nesting season in full and recapture all the marked 
individuals for the annual measurements of growth rate and survival in all age groups. Then we will work 
for a month on other islands looking in particular at food availability, nesting and clutch sizes, before 
returning to SaJ1ta Fe for the hatching season in April and May. 
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